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America’s Loss Through Fatal 
Accidents in 1938 


were killed in accidents of all 

kinds in the United States 
during 1938 than in 1937—a decline 
of more than 10 percent. Present 
indications are that the number of 
deaths resulting from accidental in- 
juries will run around 95,000 in 
1938, which figure compares with 
106,000 deaths, approximately, in 
1937, and with 110,000 deaths, the 
all-time high figure, in 1936. The 
1938 loss was the lowest since 
the deep depression years of 1932 
and 1933, when the number of 
deaths totaled 89,000 and 91,000 
respectively. 

A decline of 10 percent in one 
year, following a substantial decline 
in the previous year, might seem 
to indicate that at last the great 
amount of fine safety work which 
has been carried on in recent years 
is having its effect and that we shall 
henceforth see a lowering of the 
umber of accident fatalities from 
year to year. The conclusion un- 
lortunately is, to say the least, 


Ji vee thousand fewer people 


premature. We have had a notable 
drop in the number of fatalities be- 
fore, as witness the low figures for 
the years 1932 and 1933. For one 
thing, general business conditions 
clearly have a material effect on the 
general accident toll, and there was 
considerable decline in business 
activity in 1938. 

One characteristic of the 1938 
record — a very substantial decline 
in the number of motor vehicle 
fatalities — encourages us, however, 
to believe that some lasting gain 
has been made. Motor vehicle 
fatalities decreased about 8,000, or 
from about 40,000 in 1937 to be- 
tween 31,000 and 32,000 deaths in 
1938. Month after month through- 
out the year the motor vehicle 
accident record was better than in 
the corresponding month of the 
preceding year. The gain, further- 
more, quite definitely was not made 
through decreased motor vehicle 
travel. Gasoline consumption data 
now available indicate little change 
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in the amount of automobile mileage 
in the last two years. 

Deaths resulting from injuries in 
accidents in public places, other 
than those in which motor vehicles 
were involved, and accidental deaths 
arising out of or in the course of 
employment also showed appreci- 
able declines. 

Good as it is, the accident record 
of 1938 was not without disappoint- 
ing features. Apparently there was 
little change in the number of 
persons killed in accidents in and 
about the home as compared with 
1937, despite increased efforts of 
safety workers to acquaint people 
with the hazards of the home. Final 
records will probably show that 
home accident fatalities during 1938 
exceeded in number those resulting 
from motor vehicle accidents. 

Cataclysms and catastrophes 
claimed ldrge numbers of lives in 
all sections of the country during 
the year. Most devastating were 
the hurricane and flood in the 
Atlantic Coastal States in Septem- 
ber (682 lives) and the floods in 
southern California during February 
and March (181 lives). A tornado 
originating in Oklahoma spread 
across Kansas, Arkansas, Missouri, 
and Illinois (40 lives). Other 
disastrous tornadoes occurred in 
Charleston, S. C. (29 lives); in 
Rodessa, La. (25 lives); in and near 
Belleville, Ill. (22 lives); in Alice- 
ville, Ala. (13 lives); and in Clyde, 
Tex. (13 lives). Flood waters caused 
13 deaths in Whitestone, Ga., and 
10 in Havre, Mont. 

Forty-seven persons were killed in 


the most serious railroad accident 
in years when a passenger train 
plunged through a bridge in 
Montana. A cloudburst and sudden 
increase of water had undermined 
the piers of the bridge. This one 
accident took as many, or more, 
lives among passengers as are lost 
ordinarily in all railroad passenger 
accidents in an entire year. 

Accidents causing 10 or more 
deaths included coal mine explosions 
in Grundy, Va. (45 lives) ; in Pittston 
Township, Pa. (10 lives); and in 
Harwick, near Pittsburgh, Pa. (10 
lives); a fire in a hotel in Atlanta, 
Ga. (35 lives); the collision of a 
school bus and freight train in Mid- 
vale, Utah (24 lives); the collapse of 
a cafe building in Phenix City, Ala. 
(21 lives); the vanishing of the 
Hawau Clipper with 15 persons 
aboard; the airplane crashes near 
Bozeman, Mont. (10 lives); near 
Cleveland, Ohio (10 lives); and off 
San Diego, Calif. (11 lives); the 
collision of two passenger trains 
near Niland, Calif. (12 lives); 
and the premature explosion of 
dynamite while workers were 
blasting a tunnel in Baltimore, Md. 
(10 lives). 

Hundreds of other persons were 
victims in multiple fatality accidents 
of five to 10 deaths. In many in- 
stances all or nearly all the mem- 
bers of a family were killed in the 
same accident. But as in past 
years, most of the deaths resulted 
from accidents involving one or at 
most two lives. 











In 


of th 
great 
cess 
rate) 
Furtl 
succe 
of né 
a gai 
the b 
first 1 
gathe 
Insu: 
court 
offici: 
of C 
natu 
abou 
year 





cident 
train 
ge in 
udden 
mined 
is one 
more, 
e lost 
enger 


more 
osions 
ttston 
nd in 
a. (10 
lanta, 
of a 
Mid- 
pse of 
, Ala. 
f the 
>Tsons 
near 
near 
id off 
; the 
trains 
ives); 
mm of 
were 
, Md. 


were 
dents 
ly in- 
mem- 
n the 
past 
sulted 
or at 








December 1938 


Improved Birth Rate and Death Rate Insufficient 
for Stable Population 


URRENT reports indicate that 
i, in 1938 the general population 
of the United States experienced a 
greater rate of natural increase (ex- 
cess of the birth rate over the death 
rate) than in any year since 1931. 
Furthermore, 1938 was the second 
successive year for which the rate 
of natural increase has established 
a gain over the preceding year. On 
the basis of provisional data for the 
first nine months of the present year, 
gathered by the Metropolitan Life 
Insurance Company through the 
courtesy of health and registration 
officials in 39 States and the District 
of Columbia, the crude rate of 
natural increase, for 1938, will be 
about 6.6 per 1,000. For the full 
year 1937 the corresponding figure 
was 5.8 per 1,000, while in 1936 it 
was only 5.2, the lowest yet re- 
corded in this country. 


With every passing month in 
1938 it became more and more likely 
that the year would register the 
lowest death rate of all time in the 
United States. The first indication 
that extraordinarily good health 
conditions were prevailing came 
from the mortality reports for that 
large cross-section of the population 
which is represented by the millions 
of Industrial policyholders of the 
Metropolitan Life Insurance Com- 
pany. 
earners and their families a new 
minimum for the year became a 
practical surety months ago, unless 
there should have occurred a wide- 


For these insured wage-. 


spread and fatal epidemic or some 
great catastrophe, conditions which, 
of course, would have upset all 
calculations. 

Up to now, the STATISTICAL 
BULLETIN has refrained from pre- 
dicting a new minimal death rate 
in 1938 for the country at large, 
even though the somewhat frag- 
mentary reports that were available 
earlier in the year strongly indicated 
that the United States was ex- 
periencing one of its very best 
health years, and that the mortality 
rate would fall appreciably below 
that of 1937. Now, however, with 
much fuller information at hand, it 
appears that at the end of Septem- 
ber the cumulative death rate for 
the year was only 10.5 per 1,000 in 
39 States and the District of 
Columbia, comprising 79.5 percent 
of the population of continental 
United States. This is well below 
the figure for the full year 1933, in 
which the lowest previous death 
rate in the country was registered, 
namely, 10.7. Since, ordinarily, 
the mortality rate for any full year 
is lower than that for the period 
from January to September, it is 
almost certain that 1938 will register 
the minimum death rate of all time 
in the United States. 

It is highly gratifying also that 
every broad geographic division of 
the country is sharing in this ex- 
cellent record for low mortality. In 
fact, every one of the 39 States from 
which reports have been received 
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had a lower death rate for the first 
nine months of 1938 than for the 


like period of 1937. In some States 
the decline was large. 


As to the birth rate, reports from 


38 States and the District of Colum- 
bia show 53,000 more births in the 
first nine months of 1938 than dur- 
ing the like period of last year. On 
this basis the American birth rate 


in 1938 will exceed that of last year 
and will probably be the highest 


since 1932. It is thus apparent 
that there has been, at least for the 


time being, a definite check in the 


fall of the birth rate in this country. 


After registering a steady decline 
from 1915 to 1933, the birth rate 
has shown a generally upward 


tendency in the last five years. 

While the decline in the death 
rate this year is country-wide, the 
improvement in the birth rate is 
not quite so universal. Preliminary 
figures indicate that a few States, 
mostly in the West North Central 
and Mountain divisions, have not 
shared in the otherwise general rise 
in the birth rate. 

It will be recalled that since 1933 
we have been in the red as regards 
the true rate of natural increase, 
that is, the excess of the birth rate 
over the death rate, as it would 


ultimately become established under 
present conditions of fertility and 
mortality, when the age distribution 
has adjusted itself to these conditions, 
With the recent improvement in the 
birth rate and death rate, the ques- 
tion naturally arises whether per. 
haps now we are restored to a 
positive true rate of natural in 
crease. Unfortunately, there is not 
much promise of this in the current 
figures. So far as can be judged 
at the present time, with incom- 
plete data, it is probable that even 
with the very distinct improvement 
in birth rate and death rate which 
has occurred, we shall still be, by 
some small margin, in the red as 
regards the true rate of natural 
increase. 

Several European countries are 
faced with this situation in a form 


so serious as to constitute for them 


a grave national problem. We are 
more fortunate, and the margin of 
balance against us is still relatively 
slight, so that we are given a fair 
opportunity to .formulate a policy 
to meet the condition. But the 
facts are to be squarely faced; the 
slight improvement recorded this 
year must not be allowed to give us 
a false sense of security; the problem 
is still with us. 


Appendicitis Death Rate Shows General 
Improvement 


HE United States, which until 
f gerbe had the highest mor- 
tality from appendicitis in the world, 
has in the past seven years made the 
best record in lowering the death 


rate from this disease. Meanwhile, 
Canada, not having made equally 
good progress, has taken the ut 
enviable place occupied by us until 
1934 in leading the world in ap 
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pendicitis mortality. At present the 
United States, along with Switzer- 
land, ranks second, with indications 
that Switzerland soon may also rank 
above us in this respect. Final 
figures for 1937 and 1938 are not 
yet available, but such data as have 
come in from a number of States, 
and also the recorded death rates 
among the Industrial policyholders 
of the Metropolitan Life Insurance 
Company, indicate that the decline 
has continued through 1937 and 
1938. There is a good chance that 
the death rate from appendicitis in 
the United States in 1938 will be the 
lowest since 1910. 

Notable improvements in the mor- 
tality from appendicitis have also 
been experienced in several countries 
abroad. Belgium and Norway regis- 
tered declines of about one tenth 
from 1930-1931 to 1935-1936. On 
the other hand, several distinctly 
progressive countries have failed to 
make any headway; in fact, Switzer- 
land, Netherlands, Italy, Australia, 
and New Zealand have actually 
shown increases during the current 
decade. Making some allowance for 
a certain amount of spurious in- 
crease due to improved diagnosis 
and more accurate reporting, it is 
probable that even so there has 
been a real increase in these 
countries, or at least no improve- 
ment worth mentioning. 

Our prime concern naturally is 
with mortality rates from appendi- 
citis here in the United States. In 
this connection the table on page 7 
will be found to give the average 
death rates from appendicitis by 
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States grouped in geographic areas 
of the United States, for the years 
1930-1931 compared with 1935-1936. 
From this table it is seen at once 
in which States the appendicitis 
situation is most pressing, and which 
States have made the most credit- 
able records thereby serving as ex- 
amples for others to follow or excel. 

The rate for the entire United 
States dropped to 12.8 per 100,000 
in 1935-1936, from the figure of 15.3 
recorded in 1930-1931. Six States 
have had declines of one quarter or 
more in the death rate from this 
disease, and there are 12 others 
which have had decreases of be- 
tween one sixth and one fourth. 
Arizona was the only State to 
register an increase during the 
period shown in the table. 

The group of States including 
Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, 
Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, 
Utah, and Nevada constitute that 
portion of the United States which 
has the highest death rates from 
appendicitis. As pointed out in the 
June 1935 issue of the STATISTICAL 
BULLETIN, the high appendicitis 
death rates in this area are probably 
attributable to the lack of con- 
venient hospital facilities. Until 
some means is found to compensate 
for the great distance between the 
population centers with hospitals in 
this area these States will most 
likely maintain their high appendi- 
citis rates. Possibly an aviation 


ambulance service or some equally 
fast connecting link may be the 
solution. Most investigations of the 
subject have stressed the importance 
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of reducing the time that elapses 
between onset of the appendicitis 
attack and the operation, in order 
to increase the chance of recovery. 

Among those States which still 
show above-average mortality and 
which have failed to make sub- 
stantial progress against the ap- 
pendicitis death rate in recent years 
are such progressive States as New 


York, Ohio, and California. Since 
each of these States enjoys ex- 
ceptionally good medical facilities, 
it is difficult to understand why they 
should lag behind many other States 
not as well equipped to cope with 
the disease. Perhaps this lack of 
significant improvement is due to 
these very facilities which attract 
patients from adjoining States. 





Average Death Rates per 100,000 Population and Percent Change in the 
United States and Specified Foreign Countries for the Years 
1930-1931 and 1935-1936 
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(1) United States Death Registration Area. 
(?) European population only. 

(8) Comparable data not available. 

(4) This figure relates to 1935 only. 


(5) This figure relates to 1931 only. 
(°) This figure relates to 1936 only. 
(*) This figure relates to 1930 only. 
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South Dakota and Nebraska are 
striking examples of success in re- 
ducing the mortality from appendi- 
citis. These States have made 
greater reductions than any other 
in their death rate from this disease 
during the period studied. In 
Nebraska this drop of more than 
one quarter has been further con- 
tinued by an additional decline in 
1937. Yet, in 1930, Nebraska was 
among the group with highest rates. 
Indiana, Minnesota, and Nevada 
have also made splendid records 


during the period studied, although 
Nevada still has the highest rate 
in the United States. The Southern 
States have for the most part shown 
comparatively little change. 

The substantial decline in the 
appendicitis death rate made by 
the United States in recent years 
is a notable achievement. But when 
one realizes that over 16,000 deaths 
occurred from this disease during 
1936, it is evident that there is still 
considerable work to be done. 


The Metropolitan Exhibits at the Two World’s Fairs 


HE Metropolitan Life Insurance 

Company will participate, in 
1939, in the World’s Fairs both at 
New York and San Francisco. 
Through instructive, colorful, and 
entertaining exhibits, the Company 
will tell the dramatic story of how 
it serves its 29,000,000 policyholders 
in the United States and Canada. 
This theme is developed by illus- 
trating the hazards against which 
these people are insured—the finan- 
cial losses resulting from accident, 
sickness, old age, and death—and by 
depicting how the funds held for the 
benefit of the policyholders, widely 
invested in public and private 
enterprises, at once insure income 
with safety and help to keep the 
wheels of industry and business in 
motion. 

Of particular interest to readers of 
the STATISTICAL BULLETIN will be 
that section of the exhibit which de- 
scribes how the greatest asset of all, 
human life itself, is protected by the 


many life conservation activities of 
the Company. The ever-widening 
scope of this work during the past 
30 years will be displayed by means 
of motion pictures and other inter- 
esting devices. Here, too, is to be 
illustrated the work of the Metro- 
politan Nursing Service and the 
other health activities which the 
Company carries on in cooperation 
with public and private agencies. 
Among these are programs against 
tuberculosis, infant mortality, pneu- 
monia, and accidents, all of which 
have served to improve the health 
and longevity of the Company's 
policyholders and of the population 
at large. 

The Company cordially invites 
its readers to visit its exhibits in the 
Hall of Science, Golden Gate Inter- 
national Exposition, San Francisco, 
beginning February 18, 1939, and 
in the Business Systems and Insur- 
ance Building, New York World’s 
Fair, on and after April 30, 1939. 
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Health Record for November 1938 


HE death rate in November 

this year, among Metropolitan 
Industrial policyholders, was only 
7.2 per 1,000.. This marks a new 
low point in mortality during the 
month of November over the entire 
series of 28 years for which the 
Company has comparable mortality 
records. It marks a decline of more 
than 6 percent from the previous 
low for this particular month. 

November was the 10th of the 
11 elapsed months of 1938 to register 
a lower death rate than had ever 
previously been recorded among 
these insured wage-earners for any 
like month. 

The cumulative mortality rate for 
11 months of 1938 (7.7 per 1,000) 
marks an improvement of more than 
7 percent, as compared with the like 
period of last year. Among these 
insured persons living in the Pacific 
Coast and Mountain States, the 
year-to-date death rate dropped 5.5 
percent, and among insured 
Canadians 7.7 percent. The 
cumulative rate up to the end of 
November among Canada’s insured 
wage-earners was 6 per 1,000, which 
is the lowest ever recorded for the 
more than 1,250,000 Metropolitan 
Industrial policyholders who live in 
the Dominion. 

With the passing of 11 months of 
1938, developments with respect to 
the mortality from many important 
diseases have become so clear-cut 
that it is possible to give, in advance 
of the year’s completion, some of 
the outstanding developments for 


many important causes of death. 
The year will surely register the 
lowest death rates of all time for 
9 causes of death, namely, scarlet 
fever, diphtheria, influenza, tuber- 
culosis, diarrheal diseases, appendi- 
citis, chronic nephritis, puerperal 
conditions, and homicides. In addi- 
tion, there is excellent prospect that 
the mortality from syphilis and from 
all forms of accidents combined will 
drop to new low levels. 

One of the most gratifying de- 
velopments of the year has been a 
pronounced drop in automobile 
fatalities. Month after month, 
without a single exception, the 
death rate from this cause has 
shown a marked drop from the 
figure recorded in the corresponding 
month of last year. Up to the end 
of November the year-to-date death 
rate was only 17 per 100,000, which 
marks a drop of more than 18 per- 
cent as compared with the like part 
of 1937. It is not likely that the 
figure for the completed year will 
differ more than fractionally from 
that for the first 11 months. Grant- 
ing this, we shall have in 1938 the 
lowest rate for automobile fatalities 
since 1926. 

A remarkable feature of the year’s 
record is that only one cause of 
death, namely, coronary artery dis- 
ease, seems destined to register a 
new high rate; and even the rise for 
coronary conditions may be an arti- 
fact, reflecting greater accuracy in 
diagnosis and the ever-increasing 
tendency of physicians to certify 
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coronary conditions on death cer- 
tificates as the principal cause of 
death. The death rate for cancer, 
even though it may not reach a new 
high in 1938, is a disturbing item; 
for the rate this year will at least 
closely approach the previous maxi- 
mum (96.1, in both 1934 and 1935) 
and will show a rise of more than 3 
percent, as compared with the 1937 
death rate for cancer. 

Mortality data for the general 
population of 88 large cities show 
that the number of deaths in 
November was slightly lower than 
the average for the corresponding 
month in the past three years. The 
accumulated deaths in these large 
cities during the first 47 weeks of the 
year were much lower than in the 
same period of 1937. 

Reports concerning the prevalence 
of disease throughout the country 
show that there was more illness in 
November than in October from 
influenza, scarlet fever, measles, and 
smallpox, together with some im- 
provement in the prevalence of 
diphtheria, poliomyelitis, and 
typhoid fever. Comparison with 
November 1937 reveals a much more 
favorable situation since influenza 
was the only communicable disease 
to show increased incidence during 
this month in 1938. 


As usually happens in the late fall 
there were fewer cases of polio- 
myelitis than during the warmer 
season. Reports from 47 States 
and the District of Columbia show 
only 102 cases, as compared with 
160, in October. A year ago these 
same States reported 394 cases 
during the month of November. 

Smallpox, in November, showed 
its usual seasonal rise in prevalence, 
although there were less than one 
half as many cases as occurred dur- 
ing the like month of 1937. Despite 
this recent improvement, there has 
been more smallpox in the United 
States this year than in any of the 
last four. It is only through sheer 
good fortune that the cases have 
been of the so-called mild type, 
which causes few deaths. 

Items of special public health 
interest recently reported, include 
the following: The City of New 
York has made X-ray examinations 
available to 529,000 men, women, 
and children on home relief in an 
effort to curb tuberculosis. A fol- 
low-up will be made on the families 
and close associates of persons 
afflicted with this disease. A new 
mental hygiene clinic was recently 
established in Honolulu to serve the 
territory of Hawaii. Facilities for 


hospitalization and treatment have 
been provided. 
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e fall The following table shows the 1938, and November 1937, together 
Dolio- mortality among Industrial policy- with the death rates for the first 
irmer | holders for November 1938, October 11 months of each year. 
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_*The rates for 1938 are subject to slight correction, since they are based on provisional estimates 
of lives exposed to risk. 


tExcludes pericarditis, acute endocarditis, acute myocarditis, coronary artery diseases, and angina 


Correspondence on the subjects discussed in these BULLETINS may be 
addressed to: The Editor, 


STATISTICAL BULLETIN, 


Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, 
1 Madison Avenue, New York, N. Y. 




















DEATH RATES FROM ALL CAUSES 


METROPOLITAN LIFE INSURANCE COMPANY 
INDUSTRIAL DEPARTMENT 
WEEKLY PREMIUM-PAYING BUSINESS — TOTAL PERSONS 


DEATH RATE PER 1,000 — ANNUAL BASIS 
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(DEC) JAN FEB MAR APR MAY JUNE JULY AUG SEPT OCT NOV DEC 


1937 9.6 10.0 95 9.1 82 78 76 7.2 70 74 7.7 74 
1938* 85 87 84 81 7.8 75 70 7.0 68 75 72 


* Rated are provisional 
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